University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiCen

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

7-24-1987

Notes On Recent Fortunes & Background Of
Christic Institute
Deborah Tyroler

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen
Recommended Citation
Tyroler, Deborah. "Notes On Recent Fortunes & Background Of Christic Institute." (1987). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/
noticen/804

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiCen by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 076363
ISSN: 1089-1560
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In a story dated July 11, the NEW YORK TIMES (07/20/87) reported that because of notoriety gained
by its suit against individuals associated with the Nicaraguan contras, the Washington-based
Christic Institute has received large donations and has tripled its staff. The Institute's lawsuit was
filed 14 months ago in Miami, and has substantially raised the group's influence among political
organizations that seek an end to the Reagan administration's support for the contras. Many of
the Institute's directors and staff were influenced by the anti-war and civil rights movements of
the 1960s. The lawsuit alleges that a terrorist bombing three years ago in Nicaragua was planned
by former US intelligence agents and military officers, financed by profits from narcotics sales
and assisted by government officials. The suit seeks $20 million in damages on behalf of two US
freelance journalists: Tony Avirgan, a television cameraman, and Martha Honey, who has been a
stringer for several newspapers, including the NEW YORK TIMES. The two, based in Costa rica,
investigated a May 1984 bombing at a news conference with former leader of the contra forces in
Costa Rica, Eden Pastora. The bombing, that was apparently meant to assassinate Pastora, wounded
several persons, including Avirgan. When it filed suit in May 1986, the Institute was one of hundreds
of small and largely unknown liberal groups clamoring to be noticed in Washington. But the initial
disclosure last November of the Iran-contra affair confirmed one of the suit's principal contentions
that former National Security Council aide Lt. Col. Oliver North, retired Air Force major general
Richard Secord and a number of current and former operatives for the CIA were secretly directing
the contras in a war against the government of Nicaragua. Private donations are reportedly pouring
in, enough to provide half of the nearly $40,000 needed each week to finance the investigation. The
other half comes from public-interest and religious groups. The Institute's chief counsel, Daniel
P. Sheehan, and his wife, Sara Nelson, have recruited a staff of 35, triple the number a year ago,
and hired 11 private investigators. The Institute has also established relationships with 43 national
religious, feminist, public interest and political organizations that are either based or maintain
offices in Washington. These groups include the Union of American Hebrew congregations, the
Methodist Board of Global Ministries, the National Organization for Women, and Americans for
Democratic Action. Sheehan said leaders of these groups see the lawsuit as a tool for influencing
public opinion and changing national policies. The Christic Institute was founded in January 1980,
by lawyers and investigators who six months earlier had won a $10.5 million judgment against
the Oklahoma based Kerr-McGee Corp. for the family of Karen Silkwood. A settlement of $1.38
million was eventually reached in that suit, which said that Silkwood and her home had become
contaminated with plutonium because of negligence and inadequate safety procedures at the plant
where she worked. The Institute takes its name form the "Christic force," a concept pioneered
by a Jesuit priest that is said to be the harmony that bonds all things together and overpowers
man-made destructive forces. The Institute's leaders say the theory is the basis of a progressive
political viewpoint that is pursued through legal actions. Although the institute is not a religious
organization, faith plays an important role in its communal culture. Eight staff members live in
a group home owned by the Institute and enjoy subsidized rent. Almost every staff member is
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paid $15,000 annually, including top executives. Ms. Nelson, a native of North Dakota, considered
herself a conservative Republican before she attended the University of California at Berkeley in
the mid-1960s and her outlook changed. Sheehan attended Harvard and Harvard Law School. He
comes out of a tradition on the US left that believes in using lawsuits to change politics and culture.
The Silkwood case was only one of many celebrated public-interest cases that he worked on in the
1970s. As chief counsel of the Christic Institute, he has pursued his social-action agenda through
similarly complex and weighty cases. Two years ago he won $400,000 in damages against the city of
Greensboro, NC, two Greensboro police officers and members of the Ku Klux Klan and American
Nazi Party for the families of five people killed in 1979 at a demonstration in Greensboro. The
victory came despite the failure of state and federal trials to establish responsibility for the killings.
Sheehan has also challenged Judge Bork, the Supreme Court nominee on an issue of particular
vulnerability. In 1984, when a request by the Institute for a special prosecutor in the Greensboro civil
rights case came before an appellate panel headed by Bork, Sheehan questioned the judge's fitness
to rule in the case in light of his public opposition to such appointments. The questions about Bork's
failure to disqualify himself could well be raised by those who oppose the judge's confirmation.
Sheehan stumbled into the contra investigation while defending a woman in Texas who was
charged with violating immigration laws by providing sanctuary to illegal aliens. During the trial,
he learned of a secret program by the Reagan administration to ship arms to the contras. The contra
investigation, he says, has been difficult, but the case will be ready to go to trial in Miami sometime
next year. "We're baking a cake, nice and slowly," he said. Based on the bombing incident, Sheehan
has woven an elaborate web of conspiracy and drawn into it 29 defendants. Among those named
in the suit are Secord, FDN head Adolfo Calero and Robert Owen (North's legman). All three have
denied the charges. A few disclosures have helped convince several lawmakers and Congressional
investigators that some charges may be valid. Last month, an ex-CIA agent, Glenn A. Robinette,
testified that Secord paid him more than $100,000 to develop derogatory information about the
participants in the lawsuit. The testimony came after Secord had told the committees that the suit
was "a minor threat." [See "Summary of Affidavit by Christic Institute General Counsel Outlining
Evidence of Criminal Conspiracy to Support Contras," CAU 04/10/87, and "Christic Institute Suit
Filed Under Racketeer Influenced & Corrupt Organizations Act (RICO): Summary of RICO," CAU
04/17/87.]
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